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Tony Soprano's mother was a scheming, paranoid, nasty piece of work. I loved her, or to be more precise, what she represented. First, Livia Soprano was a stroke of David Chase's storytelling genius. Even as Tony searches for answers at his psychiatrist's office, the key to what makes tick is obvious to everyone but him. It is the serpent-in-residence at the Green Grove nursing home. The second reason I love Livia Soprano is that she shreds the pop culture stereotype of the elderly. Kind, cuddly, and wise she was not. In other words, she was not the cartoonish Grandma and Grandpa Walton.
In North America we are conflicted in our attitudes toward the aged. In my country, Canada, for example, the national pension plans are widely regarded as a public policy success -a safety net that keeps seniors from falling into poverty. Yet, we are also a society that maroons our elderly in suburban rest homes. Isolated from the larger community, they become invisible.
Our discomfort with the aged arises from our fear of death. As youth and beauty slip away, the middle aged eye the elderly. They observe their waxing frailty and waning independence. They see their future and look away. When they do pay attention to the aged, they often compensate with indulgence.
We in the media have trouble honestly portraying old people. CBC Radio has a long history of airbrushing the blemishes. A generation ago, there was a long-running oral history series called Voice of the Pioneer. A more recent short-run series called Ageing Dangerously also springs to mind. Both were well intentioned.
But they marginalised the elderly as a special group, and came off sounding solicitous.
In its panning for geezer gold, Voice of the Pioneer harkened back to 'the good old days' even though they often weren't. Never was heard a discouraging word.
Ageing Dangerously shone a light on the achievements of the elderly. But the tone betrayed another message. 'My god, how wonderful that you're still running a business, still having sex, still having a nip of brandy. At your age! What a marvel. And you are still breathing.' To my ears, it was one step away from saying 'you are a credit to your race. Your people must be so proud. '
Puffing up any group for achieving the normal cleaves a divide between 'us and them.' The last thing the elderly need is to be considered 'other.' They are us. We are them. If we in the media care about the old, we should care enough to allow them to be three-dimensional. That means showing their lives, warts and all. It is a question of respect.
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This brings me, at last, to the CBC documentary, The Change in Farming. Its protagonist is an 89-year-old farmer. No cardboard cut-out, he. This short piece is an object lesson of how to tell a story about old times and old-timers without putting a gloss on them. Along the way, its musical composition turns oral history upside down, forcing us to listen to the recorded recollections of the old with fresh ears.
The story behind the creation of The Change in Farming can also teach us lessons about how to incubate creative radio, something of critical importance at CBC Radio today. The next scene takes us to Adam's studio in Toronto. Adam is more hunter-gather than farmer. He collects found sound, an artist alert to its musical possibilities. With the click of a keyboard, he plays samples of a digital watch, a stuck toaster, and then, Henry's voice. Adam is in the middle of composing a work using Henry's speech. Thinking aloud, he weighs his creative choices, trying one musical phrase, then another. Back at the farm, Adam plays his composition to Henry. We hear the elder's reaction. And then, in an indispensable coda, the two of them decamp to the barn, back on Henry's turf once again.
2.

The Change in Farming
The show piece of The Change in Farming is, of course, the musical composition. It is no accident that we have to wait to the end to hear it. In fact, it is testament to the impeccable dramaturgy. Consider how thin the story is. Not a lot really happens. But early in the first scene, the producers plant the seed of mystery. Henry says, 'I thought you were going to play a tape The Change in Farming juxtaposes an old viewpoint and a youthful one, found sound and the music of an old man's voice, musical abstraction and the concrete reality of cattle bellowing in the barn. This counterpoint creates a satisfying complexity. This work was ingenious in its storytelling nearly 20 years ago. After all these years the novelty has not worn off. This classic remains farm-fresh.
3.
The creation of a work of art is something of a miracle -the timely convergence of talent, imagination, and opportunity. Like tumblers in a cosmic combination lock they fall perfectly into place in order to make something out of nothing. There is an element of mystery in all this, in what ignites the spark. What is no mystery is the recipe. It usually includes the guiding hand of teachers, mentors, and editors; attention to craft; hard work; and someone or some institution ready to nurture a work in progress. This is the recipe, at least, that made The Change in Farming possible at CBC in 1998.
Think of it as the happy result of a daisy chain of experimentation that spanned three decades. In 1967, CBC Radio commissioned the classical pianist Glenn Gould to make The Idea of North, the first of his three adventures in making radio documentaries. A leading interpreter of Bach, Gould described his documentaries as contrapuntal, meaning they were explorations in juxtaposition. The 1990s were early days for digital editing and MIDI. In 1994 the CBC invested in the Experimental Audio Room (EAR) to explore the possibilities. It installed Stevenson -a musician, composer, and sound engineer -at the console. The tumblers of the lock were clicking into place.
A few years later, Hatzis was playing Gould's The Idea of North to his composition class at the University of Toronto. One of the listeners was a first year student who had been recording his grandfather, an old farmer. Until that point he hadn't quite known what to do with the material. Upon hearing Gould, a light went on. Goddard's professor introduced him to Stevenson at CBC. As Goddard recalls, Stevenson… '… set me up with a temporary security pass and gave me access to his studio after hours. Today? Globally, these are the best of times and worst of times for radio storytelling. Podcasting has entered a period of exuberant creation. Despite budget cuts, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation funds the Creative Audio Unit, a deep dive into the audio unknown.
On the other side of the ledger, my professional home for 30 years has suffered devastating budget cuts. The Radio Drama department is long gone. Radio features are an endangered species. With News dominating the corporate culture, the range of radio content has narrowed. So too has the production of stylish radiophonic documentaries. Tight money means less risktaking. If there is a ray of hope, it is a one-time special fund for training new documentary makers with Steve Wadhams' hand at the tiller.
Yet Radio Talk is under new management. Most are TV people with an avowed enthusiasm for radio, but little experience making it. That need not lead to disaster. But what to make of a staff memo in which the top radio executive touts her new lieutenant's ability to 'help us with the visuals'? The phrase may hint at an initiative to create online stories. There is nothing wrong with that, per se. But one questions why a ravaged radio service -one that needs to protect the core -would over-extend itself by opening a new front. It could be that the plea for visuals is based on the assumption that young people will only listen on their smart phones and tablets if there is something to look at. Surely the popularity of podcasting has laid that chestnut to rest.
But there is a second possibility. Maybe I have totally misread the remark. Maybe 'help us with the visuals' refers to radio's capacity to conjure images in the mind's eye, to go places no camera can go. Maybe it is a poetic call for storytelling that depends on the creative use of sound, for radio that is proud to be radio.
Yes, that would be it. 
THE CHANGE IN FARMING
